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A

| NTRODUCTI ON

The survival of a museum property collection and its
continued use in exhibits, research, and public service
depends on a bureau's long-termconmtnment to preserving its
objects. In the nmuseumfield, the technol ogy of preserving
collections is called conservation. The primary goal of

obj ect conservation is to preserve objects and specinens in

as stable a state as possible to prolong its life. In the
Department of the Interior, object conservation is an ongoi ng
process of preventive conservation suppl enmented by
conservation treatnent when necessary.

1. Preventi ve Conservation

The goal of preventive conservation is to prevent harmto
an object or specinen before it occurs. Wen a ceramc
vase crashes to the fl oor because its exhibit nount fails
or because it is dropped through carel essness, the
process of preventive conservation has failed. However,
preventive conservation is not only about avoiding
accidents. Deterioration also occurs slowy over

decades. Each incident of wear may hardly be noticeabl e,
but the gradual accurul ation finally beconmes serious
deterioration. Preventive conservation is necessary to
retard or prevent serious deterioration of objects and
speci nens.

A preventive conservation program for nuseum property

al so ensures the preservation of the information or
informati on-containing residues that are wthin, on, or
associated wth the object(s) and/or specinens. Proper
mai nt enance of this material should ensure the capability
of relating an object or specinen to associ ated

I nformation in the future.

A program of preventive conservation includes naintenance
of nuseum obj ects and speci nens and their associ at ed
information in a stable environnent and ensures proper
handl i ng, storage, environnental conditions, and exhibit
techniques to reduce the rate of deterioration to a
mnimum A preventive conservation program m nim zes the
need for conservation treatnent. It is an approach to
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museum col | ecti ons managenent that enphasizes a
| ong-term ongoing programfor the preservation of nuseum

property.

2. Conservati on Tr eat nent

Conservation treatnent is necessary when

# preventive conservation neasures are not enough to
reduce the rate of deterioration to a tolerable |Ievel

# deterioration has proceeded to a point where the
object or specinen is extrenely fragile and is in
danger under any circunstances

# needed for exhibit or research

The use of the word "conservation"” (and "conservator")
reflects a changi ng enphasis in the treatnment of nuseum
objects. In the past, "restorers” worked to renew the
appear ance of objects and specinens, and often, the
retention and preservation of original or historically

i nportant elenents was not a high priority. Today, the
preservation aspects of conservation treatnent receive
increasing attention. Oten, "conservators" devise
treatnments primarily to stabilize the condition of nmuseum
obj ects and specinens. There may be little or no
"restoration.” The word "restoration" refers,
specifically, to efforts to return an object or specinen,
as nearly as possible, to its original appearance, or to
Its appearance in a particular historic period, by
renovi ng accretions, subsequent additions, and by

repl aci ng m ssing el enents.

Al treatnments should be kept to a mnimumto reduce the
possibility of conprom sing the archeol ogical, historic,
scientific, or aesthetic integrity of objects and/or
speci nens. Enphasis should be placed on preserving the
original materials and on mnimzing restoration. For
all conservation treatnents, the Departnent adheres to
the Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice of the
Anerican Institute for Conservation of Historic and
Artistic Wirks. Refer to Appendix C for a copy of the
Al C Code of Ethics.
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B

ESTABLI SH NG A MUSEUM PROPERTY CONSERVATI ON PROGRAM

1

Responsi bility

Conservation of nuseum obj ects and specinens is a shared
responsibility between curatorial staff and the
conservator. Curatorial staff are responsible for the
day to day nmanagenent of the nmuseum coll ection,

i ncl udi ng:

acqui sition

record keeping
preventive conservation
interpretation

exhibits

research

publication

FHFHHFHH

The conservator is trained and skilled in the

t heoretical and practical aspects of preventive
conservation and of performng treatnents
necessary to preserve the historic, scientific,
and aesthetic value of an object or specinen.
Most conservators specialize in the treatnent of
a specific class of objects or specinens (e.g.,
pai ntings, furniture, books, paper, textiles,
metal s, ceram cs and gl ass, photographs,

ar cheol ogi cal and et hnographi c objects, or
natural history specinens).

A cooperative relationship between curatorial staff and
the conservator is crucial to the successful
establ i shnment of a nmuseum property conservation program
Mut ual under standi ng and respect for each other's role
and responsibilities to the collection is essential.
Curatorial staff should recognize that conservation
treatments are the responsibility of a conservator or a
trai ned conservation technician. Curatorial staff,

unl ess properly trained in interventive conservation
treatment techni ques, should not attenpt repairs or
perform other interventive treatnments on objects or
speci nens. Conservators shoul d recogni ze that curatori al
staff are ultinmately responsible for making judgenents
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about the care and managenent of nuseum property. The
roles of the curatorial staff and the conservator are
listed in Figure 4.1.

2. Curatorial Supplies and Equi pnent

A wide variety of forns and specialized supplies and
equi pnent are needed for managi ng DO nuseum property.
I ncl uded are:

# rmuseumrecord keeping materials and forns

# storage containers

# specialty curatorial itens (e.g., white cotton and
| at ex gl oves and pol yet hyl ene drawer |iners)

# natural history supplies

# museum cabi netry

# shelving

# racks

#

envi ronnental nonitoring and control apparatus

Addr esses of vendors that specialize in comonly used
museum property managenent supplies and equi pnment are
provi ded in Appendi x J.

3. Actions

The conservation of nuseum property requires a

wel | - pl anned programthat ensures the efficient use of
funds and avail able staff tinme to provide appropriate,
| ong-term care for nuseum obj ects and speci nens. The
program shoul d i nclude the foll ow ng actions:

# Docunment the collection as required by the Departnental
Manual. Refer to the Miuseum Property Handbook, Vol unme
I1, Docunentation of Museum Property, for guidance.

# Conduct a self-evaluation to identify deficiencies. Use
the DO "Checklist for Preservation, Protection, and
Docunent ati on of Museum Property"” included in Appendi x E

# Establish a preventive conservation program

# |If appropriate, assess the condition and preservation
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needs of the structure housing nuseum property.

Ohtain the services of a conservator to conduct a
Conservation Survey of the nuseum property coll ection.

I dentify potential enmergency threats to the nmuseum
col l ection and incorporate appropriate guidance in the
appropriate enmergency planni ng docunent.

Ensure that preservation of nmuseum property is addressed
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Preventi ve Conservation

Curatorial Staff

Monitors and assesses condition
of objects

Moni tors and eval uates nuseum
envi r onnent

Practices proper methods and
techni ques for storing,
exhi bi ti ng, handling, packing
and shi ppi ng of objects

Devel ops and carries out an
ongoi ng housekeepi ng/ mai nt enance
program for collection

Prepares energency managenent
pl an for rmuseum col | ection

Conser vat or

Assesses condition of objects;
conducts Conservation

Surveys.

Alerts staff to signs and
causes of deterioration

Provi des techni cal guidance on
museum envi ronnment, storage,
exhi bits, handling, packing and
shi ppi ng

Assi sts in devel opnent of
housekeepi ng/ mai nt enance
progranms and in preparation of
emer gency nanagement pl ans

Conservation Treat nent

Curatorial Staff

Docurent s history, significance,
val ue, and proposed use of each
object to be treated

Devel ops and nonitors contracts
for conservation services
Assesses, in consultation with
conservator, the suitability of
witten treatnent proposals and
aut hori zes treatments

Moni tors progress of treatnent
for each object

Ensures continuing care for
treated objects

Conser vat or

Exam nes and documents con-
ditions and problenms of objects
Prepares treatnment proposals for
curatorial review and approva
Performs suitable treatnents
Docurents treatnments perfornmed
Recommends net hods for the
future maintenance and care of
treated objects

Figure 4.1.

Curatorial Staff and Conservator Roles in
Conservation of Museum Property (This chart
originally appeared in the NPS Museum Handbook,
Part I (Rev. 9/90), Chapter 3.)
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in the Collection Managenent Plan. Refer to Chapter
2 for guidance.

Ensure that curatorial staff have received training in
preservation and care of nuseum property.

CONSERVATI ON SURVEY

Pur pose and Cont ent

The Conservation Survey is a report on the status of

obj ect and speci nen conservation in a unit's nuseum
collection. For exanple, a conservator nmay be requested
to survey a unit's collection of historic photographs to
determ ne treatnment needs and record baseline data for
the future assessnent of deterioration. In another

i nstance, a conservator m ght exam ne an exhibit to

eval uate the di splayed objects and speci nens for signs of
deterioration and to evaluate the nounts, lighting, and
case design and construction.

A survey is conducted by a conservator specializing in
the treatnment of the particular objects or specinens to
be surveyed (e.g., photographs, paintings, furniture, or
textiles). The survey report may include recommendati ons
pertaining to storage techniques, environnental
conditions, pest control, or other related matters. O,
t he enphasis of a survey report nay be to provide
informati on on the condition of individual objects and/or
specinens in the collection.

Over a period of time a unit nmay need several different
surveys by one or nore conservators, depending on the

ki nds of objects and/or specinens in the collection, the
collection size, and the unit's prograns and priorities.
Oten, the first survey to be conpleted may focus on
general conditions in exhibit and storage areas.
Subsequent surveys focus on the condition of individual
obj ects or specinens wthin broader classes

(e.qg., ceramcs, textiles, or biological specinens).
Surveys shoul d address speci al problens and needs. It is
i nportant that guidelines for a survey be determ ned and
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clearly communi cated to the conservator(s), so that the
unit obtains a useful report.

In many cases, curatorial staff need assistance in
establishing conservation treatnment priorities. A
Conservation Survey conducted by a professional
conservator can provide the specialized direction and
advice to inprove care of the nmuseum property.

2. Steps in the Survey Process

a. Request for the Survey

Ensure that a statenment on the need for surveys by
conservators is included in the Collection Managenent
Plan. A survey may be acquired by purchasing the
service. Wrk with the Contracting O ficer on
procuring this survey.

b. Selection of the Conservator(s)

The Conservation Survey Report is based on
informati on gathered by a conservator or a team of
conservators during a site visit. The size of a team
depends on the nunber and size of specific classes of
obj ects and/ or specinens to be exam ned at one tine.
Conservators conducting a survey need to be
specialists in the treatnent of the specific class of
obj ects and/ or speci nens bei ng exam ned

(e.g., furniture, textiles, netals, paper, books,

pai ntings, ethnographic objects, or natural history
speci nens).

c. Preparation for the Site Visit

1) Determ ne, as precisely as possible, the nunber
of individual objects and/or specinens to be
exam ned in each class of objects and convey this
information to the conservator(s).

2) Furnish the conservator with basic catal og
i nformati on on each object and/or specinmen to be
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3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

exam ned (e.g., catal og nunbers and object and/or
speci men descriptions) do not include accession
i nformati on or val uati ons.

Fur ni sh the conservator with information about
prior surveys and/or copies of prior treatnent
reports of objects and/or specinens to be
exam ned.

Establish with the conservator the nunber of days
needed for the survey. Surveys can be extrenely
ti me- consum ng.

Plan the |l ogistics of the survey. Determi ne the

| ocati on where objects and/or specinens are to be
exam ned. Assess security needs. Determ ne work
space needs of the conservator (e.g., a table

wi th adequate lighting). |Identify any equi prment

requi renents (e.g., photographic equi pnent,

| adders, and hand tools).

Informthe conservator of the conditions of the
spaces housing the nuseum property to be exam ned
(e.g., facility deficiencies and |evels of
tenperature, relative humdity, and |ight).

Provi de general information to the conservator
(e.g., unit brochure).

d. The Site Visit

The assistance of the curatorial staff is essential
to the success of the survey and report. The
curatorial staff should be able to acconpany the
conservators to provide information about access to
and security for the nuseum property to be exam ned.
Before starting the exam nation, the conservator(s)
should be famliar with the collections, wth the
facility, and the conditions in the storage and
exhibit areas. The site visit is an especially

val uable tinme for the conservator(s) to answer
guestions about conservation practices. At the
begi nning or at the end of the wvisit, the
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conservator(s) and curatorial staff should neet to
di scuss prelimnary results of the survey.

e. Preparation and Review of the Survey Report

There is no standard format for a Conservation
Survey. Each report should contain a narrative

i ntroduction that provides general information about
the site visit (e.g., site nane, visit dates, and the
names of the conservator[s]) and expl ains al

technical ternms. This introduction also may include
general recommendations. Either a narrative or
checklist format can be used to report the present
condition of each object or specinen. Use cat al og
nunbers to refer to the objects surveyed.

The detail in a report varies according to the

pur pose of the survey. A report on the exam nation
of museum property should clearly indicate the object
and/ or speci nen type, description, recomrended
treatnment, and whether treatnent is urgently needed.

Conservation Surveys may include treatnent proposals
for the curatorial staff's information and gui dance
in preparing specifications for conservation
treatment. However, these surveys are not intended
to provide treatnent proposals for other conservators
to follow or use. The conservator selected to
performthe actual treatnment will want to exam ne an
obj ect or objects thoroughly before submtting a
treatment proposal for review and approval. Surveys
do provide information for the guidance of curatori al
staff in setting priorities for treatnment, budgeting,
schedul i ng, and communi cating wth conservators
concerning treatnments.

Once the Conservation Survey is conplete the
curatorial staff should review the docunent

i mredi ately. Discuss any questions regarding the
report with the conservator(s).

f. Using a Conservation Survey Report
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A survey and the resulting report are a key step in a
museum property conservation program The
conservation treatnment of objects should begin only
when the curatorial staff has identified the

i nportance of each object or specinen, and its
present and anticipated | ong-termuse. The survey
report docunents the condition of the objects and
speci mens exam ned and sets priorities for treatnent
based solely on the physical condition and risk of
each. The curatorial staff's responsibility is to
eval uate the treatnent needs in ternms of nuseum
property priorities (e.g., for interpretive and
research prograns) and enact reconmended changes in
storage and exhibit conditions and techni ques.

Treat ment shoul d be perforned by a conservator

Refer to Chapter 10 for instructions on obtaining and
docunenting conservation treatnent.
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